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Stepping back into 1856
The Gardner Cabin today
Imagine constructing a log cabin in 
the unsettled frontier of northwest­
ern Iowa in the mid-1850s. Then 
imagine spending a harsh Iowa win­
ter with seven other individuals in 
that one-room cabin, measuring a 
mere 17 by 22 feet.
Visiting the Gardner Cabin to­
day invites such reverie. While the 
cabin survives as a reminder of a 
tragic frontier event (as the previous 
articles explain), it also speaks to us 
as an example of settlers' housing.
Since 1856, the year it was built, 
the cabin has undergone several 
changes. In 1862 or '63, a second 
story was added. In 1891 Abbie 
Gardner Sharp added a lattice over­
hang (removed in 1962 by the Iowa
Conservation Commission). When 
the cabin was transferred to the 
State Historical Society of Iowa in 
1974, architects and archaeologists 
conducted research and decided to 
return the cabin to its 1856 appear­
ance, size, and form. Directed by ar­
chitect William Wagner and State 
Historical Society staff, master car­
penter and craftsman Harold 
Howell, of Des Moines, worked for 
a year on the cabin.
Using authentic materials and 
techniques whenever possible gave 
Howell plenty of insight about 
Rowland Gardner, who constructed 
the cabin for his family. " Building a 
log cabin is slow work, and there's 
no way to rush it," Howell told a
reporter. "You notch a log, check to 
see if it fits, and then notch again. 
Each log goes up one at a time." 
Howell worked with seasoned oak 
logs: "I've gone through two hand 
axes, and am always sharpening 
tools.
"Gardner evidently did a real 
fine job on the original cabin, and 
I'll guarantee that he had his work 
cut out for him," Howell noted dur­
ing the project. "Some paintings of 
the cabin show its roof to be much 
higher than it was. The roofs couldn't 
have been that high, because it's just 
too hard to lift the logs up there. We 
used a backhoe when we put them 
up, and I'm sure that Gardner had 
no backhoe." —The Editor
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Planning a visit
to Gardner Cabin?
Here s what you
need to know.
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• Location: O n M onum ent D rive, one 
b lock west o f A rno lds Park Am use­
m ent Park in A rno lds Park, Iowa.
Som e of the  objects re la ted  to  the  “ Spirit Lake M assacre” and Indian culture  th a t  
Abbie G ardner  Sharp displayed in h e r  cabin are  now exhibited in the  s ite’s in ter­
pretive c en te r  (above). O th e rs  a re  on exhibit a t  the  Dickinson C ounty  M useum in 
nearby Spirit Lake. Also p a r t  of the  five-acre historic site is the  1895 m o n u m en t.
• Hours: M em orial Day weekend 
through September.
Monday-Friday: noon to  4 pm 
Weekends: 9 am-4 pm
• School groups may schedule field trips 
from  A p ril 15 through September.
• O n the W eb: w w w .iow ah isto ry.o rg  
Then go to  “ H is to ric  Sites,”  and then 
to  “ G ardner Cabin.”  A  teachers guide 
is also accessible at this point.
•To  schedule group tou rs  o r  fo r 
m ore in form ation, contact:
Mike Koppert, Site Manager 
Abbie G ardner Cabin 
Box 74
Arnolds Park, Iowa 51331 
Phone:712-332-7248
Steven O hrn
H is to ric  Sites C o o rd in a to r 
State H istorica l Society o f Iowa 
600 E. Locust 
Des Moines, Iowa 503 19 
Phone:515-281-7650 
Steve.Ohrn@ dca.state.ia.us
The G ardner Cabin is furnished with se t t le r s ’ artifacts, som e ga thered  by Abbie 
Gardner Sharp. The cabin served many roles in the  Iowa lakes region: as the  first 
se tt le r’s hom e, first church, first schoolhouse— and the  first touris t  a ttrac tion .
C u ltu ra l a ttra c tio n s  a b o u n d  in the  sce­
n ic lakes reg ion o f  n o rth w e s t Iowa. W h ile  
in  th e  a rea , en joy h is to r ic  A rn o ld s  Park  
A m u se m e n t Park, lea rn  a b o u t a rea  h is to ry  
a t the  D ick in so n  C oun ty  H is to r ic a l M u ­
seum , visit the  Lakes A r t  Center, see the  
M a r it im e  M u se u m , a n d  cru ise the  lake  on 
the  Queen II rep lica  o f  the  fam ous 1 8 8 4  
steam sh ip .
G a rd n e r C abin  is ow ned  a n d  o p e ra te d  
by the  S tate  H is to r ic a l Society o f  Iow a a n d  
is lis ted  on the N a tio n a l R egister o f  H is ­
to ric  Places.
